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Abstract
Often the story of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is portrayed as Jewish vs. Muslim, Hebrew vs.
Arab. There is little room in the international dialogue for minorities such as Arab Christians.
Though Palestinians have a rich culture of Arabic musical and poetic heritage, they are unable to
produce their own new songs. In this study I interviewed three members of Immanuel
Evangelical Church on their experiences and opinions on local Christian worship. The findings
show that Palestinian Christians may feel unable to write worship music because of a prevalent
feeling of inadequacy and a lack of musical training. I propose several courses of action that
could encourage local believers to write new worship music by the church and for the church.
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Palestinian Evangelical Christian Music in Bethlehem, Israel/Palestine
Often the story of the Israel-Palestinian conflict is portrayed as Jewish vs. Muslim,
Hebrew vs. Arab. There is little room in the international dialogue for minorities such as Arab
Christians, or nuances such as the many divisions between the kinds of Arab Christians and their
separate cultural, socio-religious, and musical identities. Eliza Thomas writes, “Inculturated
music is the music of the heart. Heart music is the music a person is surrounded with in
childhood. It touches the soul and has the ability to change thinking and behavior. It impacts the
lives of worshipers emotionally, cognitively, and behaviorally.”1 What is it like to be a
Palestinian Christian? What is the relationship like between Palestinian Christians and their
Muslim countrymen? How do Muslims view music, and what kind of musical tradition, if any,
does Palestine have? What does Palestinian Christian worship sound and look like?
In order to answer these questions, this literature review will first give a history of
Palestine with a specific focus on Christians and the Bethlehem area. Second, it will explain
Muslim views of music. Thirdly, it will discuss Palestinian musical heritage; fourthly it will
discuss the details of the current church, including some of its denominational divides and
statistics, and how it approaches music. Lastly, it will give some background on the Arabic
language.

1

Eliza Thomas, “Ethnodoxology: What it Means and Why it’s Essential for Church Planting,” International
Mission Board, (September 7, 2016) https://www.imb.org/2016/09/07/ethnodoxology-means-essential-churchplantin/ .
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History of Palestine, Focus on Christians and the Bethlehem Area
Not surprisingly, the Holy Land has a rich Christian history and heritage. Some of the
communities living in Israel/Palestine date from as far as the fourth century, while the newer
Protestant churches have been present since the 19th century when missionaries were sent from
Europe.2 But Christians are not just long-time dwellers in the land––they also are integral to the
foundation of Palestinian society.
Palestinian Christians hold 8% of the seats in the Palestinian Legislative Council, even
though they only make up a total of 2% of the population.3 In Palestine, 65 out of 1,800 schools
are Christian in addition to two out of the thirteen universities, and 30% of medical services and
hospitals are owned and operated by Christians.4 This cultural clout originated in the Ottoman
Empire, when Christians had international contacts, control over most if not all pilgrimage
tourist sites, and access to excellent education at Christian schools found by missionaries.5
However, in recent decades Christian numbers in Palestine have been dwindling. A
British census in 1931 found that 9.5 percent of Arabs in Palestine were Christian. By 1997, the
Palestine Bureau of Statistics reports that the number is now a mere 1.54 percent.6 While this
2

Bernard Sabella, “Palestine,” in Christianity in North Africa and West Asia, ed. Kenneth Ross and Mariz
Tadros (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2018) 140-141. ProQuest Ebook Central,
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/liberty/detail.action?docID=5400032.
3

Middle East Monitor, “Christian-Muslim relations in Palestine,” May 11, 2014, Accessed August 8, 2020,
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20140511-christian-muslim-relations-in-palestine/
4

Bernard Sabella, “Palestine,” 142-143.

5

Baard Helge Kaartveit, “The Christians of Palestine: Strength, Vulnerability, and Self-restraint within a
Multi-sectarian Community,” Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, 49, no. 5 (2013): 734, https://doiorg.ezproxy.liberty.edu/10.1080/00263206.2013.811652
6

Barak Barfi, "Land Grab in Bethlehem," The Jerusalem Report, Jan 07, 2008,
http://ezproxy.liberty.edu/login?qurl=https%3A%2F%2Fsearch.proquest.com%2Fdocview%2F218742214%3Facco
untid%3D12085.
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decrease of Christian citizens is a trend in the Middle East as a whole, it is especially alarming to
Christians living in Bethlehem because of their strong sense of responsibility for the Christian
sites there in the birthplace of Christianity.7 In the Bethlehem triangle, made up of three smaller
municipalities that have long been blended into one community, the percentage of Christians
dropped from 79.4% in 1945 to 45.4% in 2007.8 Some reasons for this drop include the huge
increase of the Muslim population as opposed to Christians and substantial amounts of Christians
emigrating.9
Because of Palestinian Christians’ connections with the West, they have more contacts
and abilities to travel.10 Most of the population state that they leave, or would want to leave, for
political and economic reasons.11 The Intifadas, Palestinian uprisings against Israeli occupation
beginning in the late 1980’s, which created huge havoc in all areas of life including political and
economic sectors, were a significant catalyst for Christians from the Bethlehem area emigrating.
Two thirds of the Christians in the occupied territories live in this area, but after the start of the

7

Kaartveit, “The Christians of Palestine,” 734.
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Ethan Felson with Marc Schlesinger, “JCPA Background Paper: The Palestinian Christian Population,”
Jewish Council for Public Affairs, (2012): 10, http://www.sfmew.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/JCPABackground-Paper-on-Palestinian-Christians-7.3new-cover.pdf
9

Felson, “JCPA Background Paper,” 8-9.

10

Margot Patterson, “Christians in the crossfire: ignored by the West, Palestinian Christians Suffer Under
Occupation As Their Numbers Dwindle,” National Catholic Reporter 38, no. 27 (2002): 12,
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A87210363/BIC?u=vic_liberty&sid=BIC&xid=61ba7051
11

Dr. Bernard Sabella, “Palestinian Christians: Historical Demographic Developments, Current Politics
and Attitudes Towards Church, Society and Human Rights: The Sabeel Survey on Palestinian Christians in the West
Bank and Israel – Summer 2006,” (2007): 15,
https://www.fosna.org/files/fosna/events/SabeelSurveyPalestinianChristians.pdf
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second Intifada in 2000, four hundred Christians left Beit Sahour, and by the next summer 2,400
had left.12
While all Palestinians suffered because of the Intifadas, the Bethlehem triangle was put
through a specifically difficult ordeal. Palestinian militants would stake out in the Bethlehem
area to fire at the Israeli settlement of Gilo, making the area a target for return fire and
counterattacks.13 The choice to shoot from the area may have been out of jealousy for the
economic status of Christians in the area. It might also have been an effort to draw more
Christians into the conflict, since Christians were not as active in the Second Intifada as they had
been in the First.14 Whatever the reason, the Intifadas spurred many Christians to flee the country
in search of stability and safety.
Muslim Views of Music
In Islam there are many camps of Muslims, stretching from nominal to fundamental to
mystic. Each of these groups of people have different beliefs about and practices of music, with
divisions even in those separate groups as well. Hiromi Sakata writes that there is not necessarily
a deep philosophical anti-music argument in Islamic theology, but that often outsiders make it
appear so.15 There are many arguments for and against music that can be found in Muslim

12

Patterson, “Christians in the crossfire,” 11.

13

Drew Christiansen, "Arab and Christian." National Catholic Reporter 41, no. 19 (2005): 12,
http://ezproxy.liberty.edu/login?qurl=https%3A%2F%2Fsearch.proquest.com%2Fdocview%2F215314916%3Facco
untid%3D12085.
14

15

Patterson, “Christians in the crossfire,” 12.

Hiromi Lorraine Sakata, "The Complementary Opposition of Music and Religion in Afghanistan," The
World of Music 28, no. 3 (1986): 33, http://www.jstor.org/stable/43561103.
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circles, including the opposing beliefs that music nowadays is immoral,16 that music is a natural
and God-given gift,17 that some kinds of music are okay but not others, and that music as a whole
is a way to worship and grow closer to God.18
Sometimes Muslims classify “music” (ghina’) as being either pieces that use musical
instruments, or more urbanized forms of music, while the term sana’ (“hearing”) refers to the
religious and cultural practices that Westerners might define as music but that is considered
acceptable (halal) in Islam because of its importance and tradition. This concept can be
illustrated in the case of Sakata, who while working with Hazara Afghans asked if she could
record some of their music. They responded, “Oh, but we have no music here!” When Sakata
pushed further, asking if mothers sang to their babies, they said, “Of course, but that is not
music.” Sakata documents, “This was the moment of revelation—when I discovered my
definition of music did not match theirs.”19 She writes in a separate article, “No matter how
musical a performance may be in the abstract, it is not considered music if the intent is
religious.”20

16

Nouman Ali Khan, Music is Haram [Nouman Ali Khan]. YouTube. Muslim Zeal, 2013.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=od6OzHU5qKY&t=2s.
17

Jenny Berglund, "Teaching Islam With Music," Ethnography and Education 3, no. 2 (2008): 161-175,
https://www-tandfonlinecom.ezproxy.liberty.edu/doi/full/10.1080/17457820802062409?scroll=top&needAccess=true.
18

Bilal Philips, Music in Islam ┇ Very Important! ┇ Dr. Bilal Philips ┇ Must Watch! ┇ IslamChannel.
YouTube. Islam Channel, 2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_iCpZKdE0pY.
19

Hiromi Lorraine Sakata, "Looking Back on 50 Years of Fieldwork in Afghanistan and Pakistan (Society
for Asian Music 2016 Keynote Address)," Asian Music 48, no. 2 (2017): 4-23, https://muse.jhu.edu/.
20

Hiromi Lorraine Sakata, "The Complementary Opposition of Music and Religion in Afghanistan," The
World of Music 28, no. 3 (1986): 33-41, http://www.jstor.org/stable/43561103.
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However, it seems that in some cases this idea of music being unacceptable (haram) may
have been a newer advent of the Islamic revolution.21 This means that while the culture of a
country may have used music as an integral part of their society, radical, fundamental Islam
undermined this national heritage by superimposing a ban that had not already existed. Other
extremist groups, however, have used vocal music, anashid, to rally forces and carry forward
their movement.22 From these examples it can be seen that the relationship between music and
Islam is both interesting and complicated. How it is viewed by Muslims is as varied as the
personalities of the Muslims themselves.
Palestinian Musical Heritage
Palestine has a rich musical heritage, using traditional instruments such as the shababi
and ney (flutes), the mijwiz and varghoul (shawms), the table and duff (drums), the rebab (fiddle)
and the oud (short-necked lute). However, Palestine has not been able to produce or distribute
music like its neighboring Arab countries because of the lack of recording studios, travel
restrictions, bad marketing infrastructure, and the fact that Palestine’s inherent link with
struggling makes it hard to fit in with the more upbeat sound that pan-Arab pop thrives on. 23
But regardless of outside interest, for themselves, music is a way for all Palestinians to
connect with their culture and people group. Kamal Khalil, performing on Palestinian Land Day

21

Jim Shorthose,"Unlawful Instruments and Goods: Afghanistan, Culture and the Taliban," Capital and
Class 79 (2003): 9-16, https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.liberty.edu/docview/209697716?accountid=12085&pqorigsite=summon.
22

Carin Berg, "Anashid in Hizbullah: Movement Identity through Impassioned Ideology," The Middle East
Journal 72, no. 3 (2018): 431-446, https://muse-jhu-edu.ezproxy.liberty.edu/article/702195.
23

Andy Morgan, Mu’tasem Adileh, and Bill Badley, “Palestinian Music: Sounds for a New State,” in The
Rough Guide to World Music: Africa and Middle East, ed. Simon Broughton, Mark Ellingham, and John Lusk with
Duncan Clark (London: Rough Guides Ltd, 2000), 581-585.
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in the summer of 2004, said, “Just watch. If I sing loud enough and strong enough, we can create
Palestine in the music.”24 Palestinians feel the common need to preserve their culture and
tradition in the midst of the erasure taking place and recognize the need to “perform” Palestine
into being. 25
In the midst of all the chaos, music was used both to cope with the situation and to help
be a news source all around the Middle East. They used Palestinian folk music, mixed with some
Western material, and sung it in the local dialect, Ammia, with a rural accent. The songs would
be broadcast across the Middle East, including in vans driving through the streets.26 During the
Intifadas and following events, it would only take days after a big event for new CD’s to start
circulating to express what had happened and what people felt about it.27 Songs served as an
unofficial history for people who didn’t have the ability to record events from their point of
view.28
Details of the Current Church
Unfortunately, the difficulties for Palestinians did not end after the Second Intifada.
Palestinians still regularly deal with travel restrictions, economic and political instability, and the

24

McDonald, My Voice Is My Weapon, 17.

25

Ibid., 22.

26

Joseph Massad, “Liberating Sounds: Palestine Put to Music.” Journal of Palestine Studies 32, no. 3
(2003): 23-32, http://www.jstor.org/stable/3247332
27

David A. McDonald, My Voice Is My Weapon: Music, Nationalism, and the Poetics of Palestinian
Resistance. (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2013), 11.
https://library.oapen.org/viewer/web/viewer.html?file=/bitstream/handle/20.500.12657/33475/469210.pdf?sequence
=1&isAllowed=y
28

Joseph Massad, “Liberating Sounds,” 37.
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lack of opportunity for improvement and growth.29 Christians and Muslims alike from the
Bethlehem area are regularly prevented from traveling to their Holy sites in Jerusalem such as
the Church of the Holy Sepulchre and al-Aqsa mosque.30 The community is bonded together not
only because of this shared suffering, but also from centuries of living side by side. Christian and
Muslim holidays alike are observed by the society, schools take holidays for both religions, and
people from both faiths visit each other regularly.31 Only recently with the rise of the “Arab
state” turning more religious and focused on Islam, have the Christians started to feel more
pressure, and relations between the two religions started to fracture.32
The Christian community in the Bethlehem Triangle, while shrinking, is still a very real
and active presence. In 2015, there were roughly 4,668,000 people in Palestine, and 69,600
Christians, which is 1.5%. Of those Christians, the largest groups were Orthodox (33,100 or
0.75%), and Roman Catholics (16,500 or 0.4%). There were only 5,200 Protestants, and 5,700
Independents.33 Whole families go to Sunday mass, although if young people have university or
jobs they might just go on Easter and Christmas to keep tradition with the family. Many

29

Felson, “JCPA Background Paper,” 7.

30

Middle East Monitor, “Christian-Muslim relations in Palestine.”

31

Rt. Rev. Dr. Munib Younan, “The Future of Palestinian Christianity and Prospects for Justice, Peace, and
Reconciliation.” Currents in Theology and Mission 34, no. 5 (2007): 343.
http://ezproxy.liberty.edu/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=lsdar&AN=ATLA000
1610629&site=ehost-live&scope=site
32

33

Bernard Sabella, “Palestine,” 147.

Kenneth Ross and Mariz Tadros, ed. Christianity in North Africa and West Asia. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 2018), 495, ProQuest Ebook Central,
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/liberty/detail.action?docID=5400032.
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congregants expect the church to help with community formation and provide some kind of
leadership. 34
Since the mid-nineteenth century, Evangelical and Protestant churches have grown, and
though they are few, their impact has been substantial. They put an emphasis on the Bible,
participation of the congregation, individual relationship with God, and personal spiritual and
religious education and growth. They introduced new music, church architecture, and
understanding of the material world. They helped begin spiritual revivals, and a re-evaluation of
faith. There were massive awakenings that often began with the youth and then spilled into every
area of the church.
New hymns, choirs, prayers, and equipment was created. Technology like video
recordings and electronic keyboards were adopted to become more visible and get the
congregants more actively involved.35 In Europe in the 20th century, new liturgical music was
brought in to be more accessible to the youth, and the new youth Christian music started to
expand beyond Protestantism into all branches, including the Catholic church. 36 Similar trends
seem to be occurring in the Bethlehem area, with more established churches starting to introduce
pan-Arab Christian music into their services along with their liturgical traditional hymnody.

34

Bernard Sabella, “Palestine,” 145-146.

35

Rima Nasrallah, “Worship and Spirituality,” in Christianity in North Africa and West Asia, ed. Kenneth
Ross and Mariz Tadros (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2018) 323. ProQuest Ebook Central,
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/liberty/detail.action?docID=5400032.
36

Olga Zosim, “Popular Music in Contemporary Church Chants,” Journal of History Culture and Art
Research 9, no. 227 (2020): 1, DOI: 10.7596/taksad.v9i2.2508.

PALESTINIAN CHRISTIAN MUSIC

13

The Arabic Language
The Arabic language is an ancient and beautiful art form. It has been valued and honored
for millennium for its poetic qualities and abilities, ancient traditions and customs, ability to
facilitate deep and rich communication, and connection with Islam from the very birth of the
religion.37 Muslims view Arabic as the most holy language, and believe that the Qur’an is most
deeply and well communicated when it is shared in Arabic. Muslims around the world memorize
and recite the Qur’an in Arabic, even if they do not understand the words they are repeating.38
Because of its age and history, Arabic has many variations and dialects that splinter it
into uncountable amounts of spoken versions. FusHa is the formal, written version of the
language that has remained largely the same for hundreds of years. Native Arabic speakers learn
this formal language as students in high school in many countries, and anyone pursuing higher
level training will study FusHa. Many churches use hymns and worship songs written in FusHa
as they are easily shareable around the Muslim world, and many pastors preach in a combination
of FusHa and their local spoken Arabic dialect. Beautiful, old books and literature are written in
FusHa, such as the Qur’an itself, so knowing the language assists a student immensely.39 Modern
Standard Arabic (MSA) is a kind of mixture, hybrid language between FusHa and the local

37

Lara Harb, Arabic Poetics: Aesthetic Experience in Classical Arabic Literature, (New Jersey: Cambridge
University Press, 2020), 203, https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108780483
38

Youcef Sai, ““Arabic is Not my Language…”: Debates over Teaching of Arabic in Irish Muslim
Schools,” Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs 37, no. 4. (2017): 443, https://doiorg.ezproxy.liberty.edu/10.1080/13602004.2017.1399602
39

Sharron Gu, Cultural History of the Arabic Language. (Jefferson: McFarland & Company, Incorporated
Publishers, 2013), 15, ProQuest Ebook Central.
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dialects of Arabic. It was created and gained popularity when Arabic speakers saw the need to
communicate through newspapers, journals, and other avenues across the Arab world.40
Lastly, each country, area, and even city has its own spoken dialect that can vary as little
as the amount of difference between Scottish and Irish accents, or as much as or even more than
the differences between “standard” American English and the Pidgen spoken in Papua New
Guinea. Many Arabic learners study FusHa in addition to the dialect in one area, such as
Egyptian Arabic or “maSri”, and then find themselves unable to communicate with Arabic
speakers in the Levant because of the difference in vocabulary and spoken accent.41 Palestinians
speak the Levantine Arabic dialect called Ammia, which is also spoken, although with different
accents, in Lebanon, Jordan, and Syria.
Conclusion
While the history of Palestine is fraught with tension and continues to steal the joy from
the present, many Palestinians find refuge in a rich cultural and musical heritage. Christians of
the area have arguably suffered more in recent history than their Muslim neighbors, but for the
time being they seem to be getting along relatively peacefully with each other. And while the
view of music in Islam varies greatly from city to city, there seems to be an overarching value
for musical heritage— especially if it is a simpler style of chanting or singing. The church has
itself gone through many phases and growth spurts, and is currently dealing with what it means
to be the church in a modern era.

40

Kees Versteegh, The Arabic Language, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2014), 221, JSTOR
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.3366/j.ctt1g0b09q.
41

Ibid., 299.
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Participants
Three worship leaders of Immanuel Evangelical Church, located in Bethlehem, Israel/Palestine
were interviewed for this study. They were of slightly varied ages, and consisted of both male
and female leaders.
Materials
No further materials were needed for this study besides a laptop to type answers to
questions and have a video chat meeting with the interviewee. An interview guide was used in
addition to follow-up questions, which were created on the spot during the interviews to clarify
and delve deeper into certain issues as they arose. The following questions were considered
during research. What is it like to be a Palestinian Christian? What does Palestinian Christian
worship sound and look like? What needs do the worship leaders at Immanuel Evangelical
Church feel for their community?
Procedures
During my stay in Bethlehem I attended Immanuel Evangelical Church weekly. I met
several of the worship team members, as I am a musician myself, and was able to ask three of
them to participate in a short interview in order for me to learn more about the worship of
Immanuel. I showed them documents detailing what their involvement and commitment would
entail, and they signed and returned the documents to me before their interview session.
We met online via Zoom, and I recorded all of the interviews for easier viewing and
analysis later. After completing the interviews I transcribed the more important sections of them
and analyzed and compared the interviews with themselves. Two of the interviews occurred in
the later summer/early fall of 2020, while one occurred in February 2021.
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Background and Observations from Immanuel Evangelical Church
Immanuel Evangelical Church is one of four or five evangelical churches in the
Bethlehem area. The church rents space in the basement of a building that also houses a
bookstore run by the church and a bank. They have a large foyer area with some couches and a
mini-bar where the youth group meets, an L-shaped sanctuary that can normally house around
150 people, a play area for the kids during services, a couple small classrooms, and of course
bathrooms.
The sanctuary is simple and functional, with individual blue chairs that have pockets on
the back of them to hold Arabic Bibles. The pulpit at the front is elevated about a foot, carpeted
in red, and surrounded on the ground by draped white fabric, artificial white flowers in glass
containers, and lit candles. During COVID-19, the pastor has a video camera and light set-up to
record and live-stream the sermon for the members who are not willing to risk the gathering but
still want to participate.
During the first several months of the COVID-19 crisis the church had not gathered
frequently because of city-wide closures and mandatory lockdowns. For the one or two Sundays
when it was allowed to meet, the 50 or so congregants in attendance were required to wear
masks, have their temperature checked at the door as well as use hand sanitizer upon entry, and
sit an appropriate amount of feet away from other members in the sanctuary.
Every week there is English translation available via a small listening device, as the
services are entirely in Arabic. Services start around 10:00AM; Pastor Nihad will say a few
introductory words, share some announcements, and pray before handing the order of ceremony
over to whoever is leading the music that day. Once the music starts, especially if it is
particularly lively, scattered clapping will pick up, and nobody ever claps the same pattern at the
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same time. While congregants are obviously engaged and enjoying the music, very seldom will
one catch any movement besides clapping or perhaps a slight nod of the head. One brave woman
sometimes raises her hands, but she is not from Palestine. The slides are projected on two walls
with the lyrics in Arabic, and occasionally translated to English on the bottom half of the screen.
(See Appendix I).
The normal band consists of the worship leader, who sings from the pulpit, a pianist,
another singer (usually female), a drummer (whether they are playing a darbuka, cajon, or drumkit), and occasionally guitar or ‘oud players. The pianist and guitar player play chords,
occasionally doubling the melody, while the ‘oud player, Hussem, almost always doubles the
melody, with possibly a couple improvised solos thrown in since he is the only instrumentalist
with formal musical training.
The music usually lasts about forty-five minutes before the sermon, the pastor usually
preaches for around forty-five minutes to an hour, and then there is maybe twenty to thirty
minutes of additional music. After the service the congregation members talk with each other
and share some Arabic coffee that a greeter brings around.
The music itself is in a typical pan-Arab Christian worship style. While there are
sometimes quarter tones used, and more “oriental” sounding maqamaat (Arab scales), it is more
typical to hear a basic minor or major key used. The rhythms played on the Darbuka are
traditionally Arab, as well as the singing style which may include some slight ornaments or bent
pitches. The form of some songs seems to follow a simple verse, chorus, verse, chorus pattern,
but they are always subject to change depending on what the worship leader is wanting. The
songs are the same that can be heard in churches across the Arab world, and most frequently
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come from Egypt (often referred to as the Hollywood of the Middle East). They range from
slower, more somber songs, to fast-tempo, joyful celebrations.
Two of the worship leaders from Immanuel explained that the pastor picks the worship
leader for the week––there are about five people that regularly lead––and then the worship leader
for that week in turn picks the songs and sends the names to the worship team. One interviewee
said they pray to see what God wants to say that week, choose a subject or theme to work with,
and possibly try to pick songs whose melodies and/or keys will work well together. They have a
worship songbook that they pick songs from, and the team is familiar with them (See Appendix
III). Normally the team would meet for about an hour on Saturday to practice, but because of
COVID-19 they have just been gathering before the service on Sunday to quickly run through
the songs. They said that the most important instruments to have are the piano, and some kind of
drum.
Accepted Egyptian Hymnody
Egyptian Christians have been producing Christian worship music for decades, and are
the main source of worship music for the Arabic speaking Middle East and North Africa
(MENA) region. Palestinians use almost exclusively Egyptian songs, in addition to a few from
Lebanon and Jordan. One interviewee said, “We don’t have our own music as Palestinians. Most
of the songs that we have [are] from Egypt or Lebanon, but the most are from Egypt… They
have [the] ability to produce Arabic Christian songs. And they have famous Christian song
teams, and singers.”42

42

Anonymous, interview by Abigail Smith, Bethlehem, Israel/Palestine, August 6, 2020.
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They continued to explain that many of these songs have been used for generations now,
and have become an accepted and treasured heritage of the Palestinian Christian church. Another
interviewee said of Egyptian worship songs, “We play it just the same, but the way we
pronounce things, and the accent is different.”43 Dr. Katherine Morehouse writes about hymns
that are taken from one culture and used in another, “Songs that are older may be trustworthy
because they have endured through cultural and political change, and these become the songs
used for congregational worship… The hymns are markers of tradition and tell a church’s story;
they also become symbols of tradition and models of appropriateness to emulate.”44
Feelings of Inadequacy
While hymns may not be a negative thing if viewed correctly, the idea that the church can
only use songs from the outside because what is produced inside Palestine is not valuable is
incredibly harmful not only to the health of the church but the health of individuals. An
interviewee admitted, “We don’t have enough capacity to do something better than what we are
doing.”45 Another one expounded, “In the Arab world, especially third world countries, they
always look to the West or to any leading nation and they think that anything that comes from
there must be better than what we have. So then they mimic that rather than finding original
things from within us because whatever we have must be bad.”46

43

Anonymous, interview by Abigail Smith, Online via Zoom in VA, USA and Bethlehem, Israel/Palestine,
February 3, 2021.
44

Katherine H Morehouse, “They’re Playing Our Song”: Functions of Western Hymns and Indigenous
Songs,” Global Forum on Arts and Christian Faith 5, no. 1 (2017): A38-39.
https://artsandchristianfaith.org/index.php/journal/article/view/34/34
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These feelings of inadequacy seem to be directly tied to the decades of trauma and
colonialism that Palestinians have gone through. Avihu and Sahara write, “Many studies depict
how Arabs in Israel experience exclusion and discrimination in all arenas of everyday life:
residency status, land ownership, labor market participation, housing, and political
representation.”47 This constant exclusion and discrimination can translate into feelings that their
own culture is not valuable. The interviewee continues, “That idea is there because, you know,
world powers are world powers for a reason, we are in the state that we are in for a reason… I
hear it spoken out of peoples’ mouths: we’re not good enough, we would never attain to
anything, we would never do this, we would never…”48
Finding a voice is very difficult, and feels impossible for many Palestinians. Ismael
writes, “One of the ongoing struggles of indigenous people against colonization is to be able to
exercise the fundamental right to represent themselves and to speak to the dominant society with
their own voices and words.”49 While Arabs in Israel may feel proud to be Palestinian, they still
struggle with insecurity, as one person shared, “And yet we are very very proud of our heritage
and our contributions and our history and all of those things. But I think with all the history and
the troubles that has happened is insecurity on the inside of who we are and what we can
contribute.”50
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One interviewee explained that, when Palestinians do write music, it focuses on the Land
and oftentimes the Holy Sites. Their ancestors have lived there for generations, and the
Christians in Bethlehem especially feel a special connection to the sites connected to Jesus’ birth.
Other Palestinians write about the Land and the longing they have for it to be opened again, and
for them to have the freedom to move about in it.
People like to write music for the church that has to do with the sites… In [“Somewhere
Over the Rainbow”] [Lina’s] talking about the freedom out there, can we get over the
rainbow, can we move on from the conflict that is present. So I think that there are many
projects that are happening at different levels, I don’t see them as much in the church.
And when they’re happening outside the church, they’re also not necessarily original
writings, they’re mostly arrangements and translations, and they’re very beautiful, they’re
really well done.51

Arrangements and Translations
“I don’t think that Palestinians are looking to create their own. I think they like to find
good songs that they like and to sing them.”52 One interviewee mentioned several songs and
projects that Palestinians have released that are either translated and arranged Western songs. As
mentioned previously, Lina Sleibi sings many beautiful arrangements in both English and
Arabic, sometimes changing the words slightly to fit the Palestinian situation. Her soft, lilting
singing style juxtaposed with images of the concrete wall that blocks Palestinians from leaving
the West Bank in the music video for “Somewhere Over the Rainbow” is really quite touching. It
features Lina dressed as Dorothy walking through the streets of Bethlehem and along the wall

50

Anonymous, interview by Abigail Smith, Online via Zoom in VA, USA and Bethlehem, Israel/Palestine,
February 3, 2021.
51

Ibid.

52

Ibid.

PALESTINIAN CHRISTIAN MUSIC

22

dreaming of a place and time when, “The sun of love shines in peace // In the sky, hearts are
reconciled, and all the problems melt.”53
An interviewee praised one young musical group, the Sakhnini Brothers. “This worship
group, called the Sakhnini brothers, who are from Nazareth, they arranged it and they did a
worship video in the streets of the old city and it’s so powerful, it’s gorgeous.”54 The Sakhnini
Brothers are three brothers who have released translated covers of Western songs, retoolings of
older Arabic songs, and even a few original Arabic worship songs.
One of their songs is filmed from the roof of their grandparents’ home with the brothers
playing ‘oud, qanun, piano, and singing. They also added a drumkit post-recording. The
beautiful traditional Arabic hymn is perfectly complemented by the backdrop of Nazareth around
them. The song lyrics (translated to English) say, “You who love, who died for humankind //
Remove my sin // for You are the one who forgives. // Help, for I have stumbled, Oh Lord // You
are my fortress and there I find refuge // and in this fortress I find relief.” The interviewee
continues, “I think people could gravitate towards stuff like that a lot if we have something that
we could produce… The Middle Eastern church scene would grasp that, they would hold onto it
because it’s coming from such a special place. It really would mean a lot to Christians
everywhere.”55
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Difficulties in Writing New Songs
Though it may be powerful for the Palestinian church to write new music, many find it
difficult to do so for a variety of reasons. Firstly, Arabic is an ancient and complex language that
takes skill and experience to write expertly enough to compose lyrics for a song. An interviewee
said, “If you're gonna write something that is very deep and meaningful and you're gonna use the
old language, FusHa… you gotta make it sound beautiful. It has to be quite poetic; the language
is extremely rich. So someone could have great ability to arrange or write melody but may not
have the ability to write rich sounding lyrics.”56 Once the words are written, however, another
interview describes how it would be impactful for Palestinians to have music written in their own
dialect and accent. “If we wrote songs it would be more in our accent, not Egyptian… You can
use our language, write new songs, make our own music. Arabic music is really nice to worship
with, and can use the culture and be more local.”57
Secondly, music education in Palestine is severely limited. While the Palestinian
Authority is trying to add music and other cultural experiences, they do not have the resources to
carry out a full-fledged initiative. “The ministry of education does continue to try to gain… But I
think that they are strapped financially and I don’t think they have the right personnel to do all of
it.”58 Private schools have the advantage of being more fully funded and able to teach some
music, but it is expensive and not guaranteed. The public schools have little to no access, and
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when they do have arts education it is simple chanting or dabke (traditional Palestinian dance)
lessons that don’t require extra instruments or equipment. “[Music education] is only for people
that can afford it, so it’s quite costly… So for the middle class and up there are many options for
music. For the middle class and below it’s not as implemented.”59
Thirdly, even if a composer gathers the courage to write, has enough musical experience
to compose, and the ability to write intricate Arabic lyrics, the church they write the song for
might not even accept it if the quality is not up to their standards. One interviewee said, speaking
of whether the church would sing new songs written by their own community, “It depends on
how the quality would be. It’s important the words will be effective, the words will touch their
hearts. And at the same time the music must be beautiful, and the style of the music would be
simple, not hard, that they can sing it.”60 A strong Palestinian beat is also paramount for church
members in Bethlehem to thoroughly enjoy a song. One interviewee said, “I’ve noticed a lot that
they like things that have a beat. They like a fiery, moving song that gets you going. That’s kind
of like the hit for them. Some worship songs that are calm and reflective... they say, ‘It’s a sleepy
song, it makes us sleep.’”61
A story that illustrates the need for good lyrics along with a good tune and beat is one that
an interviewee told about how someone gave them lyrics so that they could compose a song. The
interviewee put a tune to it but did not add any instruments. After the group did not approve of
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the song, the interview realized, “If I were to compose again, I would literally do it
instrumentally while singing so they can visualize what this song would require.”62 Another
difficulty is that the church worship leaders might not feel comfortable leading a new song that
the congregation will not know. Another interview said, “Some locals here… write, they sing
some songs but let me say it’s not involved enough inside the local churches. Because it’s a few
songs, and sometimes it’s hard for the leader, the worship leader, to try it alone with the
church.”63
Proposed Solutions
Many steps can be taken in order to encourage and equip members in Palestinian
churches, and specifically Immanuel Evangelical Church, to begin writing new local music. An
interviewee said, speaking about the impact local song writing training would have on the
community, “I think it would be an amazing affect. For one, it would rebuild confidence in
people that they have something to offer. I think it would also be very special, if we’re talking
about Bethlehem, if Bethlehem is producing songs.”64 Another interviewee said, “It would be of
course a good thing, if there was people who are gifted… [in] Arabic beat and music, but the
church also uses a lot of translated Western songs, (especially Egyptians), there are many local
songs in an Arabic beat, doesn’t matter much as long as the music is good nice and leads you to
worship God.”65
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Musical And Theological Training and Encouragement
In order for believers to feel equipped and ready to write, they must be encouraged that
their experiences are worth sharing, and there must be both theological and musical training.
Morehouse summarizes Vernon Charter’s and Jean DeBernardi’s explanation of the difficulty in
many places where local worship is not being created: “The people with the theological training
and motivation to produce the text could not produce the music, and the people who enjoyed
indigenous music were perhaps not equipped theologically or musically to produce relevant text
appropriate for Christian services.”66 One interviewee explains the need for encouragement when
asked if members would attend a song writing seminar at the church, “Practically speaking we
need confidence that we have something to produce… I don’t know how many people would
come who would think that it’s okay for just anybody to do…they need to understand what’s the
purpose, why are we doing this training, what’s the outcome of it.” 67
Paul writes in Ephesians 5:19-20, “speaking to one another with psalms, hymns, and
songs from the Spirit. Sing and make music from your heart to the Lord, always giving thanks to
God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.”69 It is very important that
worshipers and future composers are taught the reason for why we worship is not to perform or
entertain, but rather to share our heart song to the Lord. For millennia, believers have been
responding to God’s character, provision, and love with joyful outbursts of new song. Dr.
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Morehouse writes, “The key issues, then, for the local community and for the ethnodoxologist
are not a matter of singing the “right” songs or using the right instruments or dances, but of
addressing the condition of the worshipers’ hearts—“ours” and “theirs.”70
Paying attention to where the heart of the community is, how it can be encouraged, and
where the theological and doctrinal holes are that need to be built up is of utmost importance. If
the members do not understand why they are writing new songs, or are writing songs that are
theologically unstable, true, heartfelt worship will be all but impossible. The purpose of writing
these new songs is not to sell albums or gain a platform.
The purpose is for the church to glorify God in their own expression, using their own
language, dialect, accent, images, and experiences. The local church writing worship for the
church from the personal experience of the church connects their faith in the Lord to the culture
through sound in a way that imbeds deep in their hearts the truth that, “this religion, and this God
is “ours.””71 When using images and thought patterns that are resonant in the culture, truths are
able to more deeply penetrate into hearts. “The lyric draws on metaphors that are familiar and
powerful within local culture.”72 Writing local worship encourages a sense of self-worth and
sustainability in the church, “which stabilizes the church in society as a legitimate, locally rooted
religious community. ”73
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Poet and Musician Collaborations
Additionally, collaborations between poets and musicians must be encouraged and
facilitated. An interviewee proposed, “I think if there are more writers in terms of words, I think
musicians could pick up that and create things… It needs to start with language”74 Perhaps that
looks like Christians intentionally trained in poetry, perhaps that looks like Palestinian believers
praying specifically that the Lord would bring more Christian Arabic speaking poets to them.
Perhaps that looks like youth in the church learning more about poetry as they grow and learn
and eventually write lyrics for the church.
Youth Training and Mentorship
A theme that came up repeatedly during interviews was the need to train the youth. One
leader said the church had been praying for 2-3 years for someone to lead the worship ministry,
add Palestinian touches to the songs, train the team, and involve the youth and children in music
and worship. Another leader said that maybe if people would write songs in the congregation,
they, “would encourage the youth and children to write songs and play music, to follow an
example.”75 Another leader says, “The economy is weak, so people can’t invest much in their
children musically because music school is expensive. [It’s] not easy to find people who play
music. It’s a big need, in general there’s no choir because there’s no musicians or experts who
study music. The church needs a full-time teacher for the kids to teach them music, so the church
can have people who can play and sing.”76
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Resource Allocation
This intentional training for the youth would mean re-allocating funds and resources. One
interviewee passionately stated, “I think the church needs to put the priority also, where the
money should be spent. It should be spent much more to invest in the children, to offer for them
the music, the lesson and leader to be … full-time… Because they are the next generation!
Without them, soon nobody will worship at church. So I think this is the most important, to
invest in the children in the church… My vision, my prayer and my hope is that the leader of
churches can recognize how much worship is very important and it’s a commandment… “This is
a commandment, to praise God. And this should be the priority, the first priority of the church,
cause we are created to worship God, to praise Him, to glorify His name. So if we miss that, I
think we miss the purpose that we were created for.”77”78
Training in How to Write Kids’ Worship Songs
In addition to training the youth, another need is for members to be trained in how to
write children’s worship songs. One interviewee said, “Do we have the ability to write some
simple kids songs and put them up and use them to be used in the church?”79 Debreceny writes
about the fear many teachers have when it comes to writing songs for classrooms, which can
apply to Sunday School teachers as well: “Several possible reasons for this are teachers’ lack of
confidence in their own musical capabilities and the scarcity of available materials, but more
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importantly, their lack of training and expertise in the song-writing process.”80 Because of this
lack of confidence and training, the church should intentionally train and encourage local
believers in songwriting for children specifically.
Leadership Development
It should be noted that there is a general lack of leadership in Palestine. This probably
stems from the greater issue of a lack of space to dream and create and feel that one’s work will
be rewarded. There is an underlying feeling of pessimism and hopelessness in Palestine because
of how long the people have been beaten down. This transfers directly to music leadership as
well, since there is not currently any training available for higher level musicians in the West
Bank. One interviewee writes, “All the churches are having the same problem, they don’t have
qualified people in church worship. We want someone to teach us from their experience, or even
if they aren’t Arab people but at least to improve this by sitting with specialists in this field to
learn from them or have some advice, or how to improve ourselves.”81 Leadership training and
development in general, as well as training of worship leaders, is imperative for Palestinian
people, both in the church and out.
Governmental Involvement
Realistically, while the church may be able to implement some of these ideas with a great
deal of concerted effort, governmental involvement would be ideal. If the Palestinian Authority
can grasp the magnitude of the benefits of music for children and the community, they may be
convinced to hire music educators to oversee implementation of a widespread adjustment to the
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schooling system, in which the arts would be more highly valued and taught. As one interviewee
said, “I think the step further is just to train people for this specific job in the schools, then it can
go deeper and make more of an effect.”82
Hopefully Palestine is not too far behind Jordan and can start creating grade-school as
well as university-level programs. An interviewee explained that Jordan has shown incredible
growth in arts education over the past 20 years.
A lot of people are going to university and graduating with music degrees… And now the
graduates are filtering back into the system, to teach music. Which is really good… I
think [Palestinians would study music in university] if there were college degrees as a
specialty, especially accessible. Like if you went to Bethlehem University to get an
English Lit degree, a normal degree, I think more people would. 83
Because of the complicated relationship that Islam has with music, this process would
have to be approached very carefully with an incredible amount of tact, as some more rural areas
of Palestine may not be as open to music being taught in their schools. An interviewee continued,
“But let’s go back to the whole idea of Islam and the fact that when you go to certain public
schools, singing for girls is not a good idea… There are some restrictions that way but I don’t
know how much.”84 Because of the religious, cultural, and social nuances, movement towards
music in the schools would probably need to be slow and steady, as opposed to one fell swoop of
programs. Morehouse writes, “In many cultures, religious music is separate from secular music.
This is especially true in Muslim contexts, where the two domains of religious and secular sound
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are emically compartmentalized as dissimilar or conflicting. In some Islamic contexts, people
have been taught to resist music in general, and especially in Worship.”85
Conclusion
Many of the original research questions were answered during the course of this project–
– but these questions were replaced by many more. While life is difficult for Palestinian
Christians in some ways because of their dwindling numbers and the growing Islamic tendencies
in the area, they also have many privileges and a higher status than many of their Muslim
neighbors. Overall, the relationship between Christians and Muslims in the Bethlehem area is
amicable, although some growing political tensions are starting to tamper with the balance.
While Evangelical Palestinian churches do have worship music, it often is taken straight from
Egypt, and because of the lack of musical training in the church, the worship leaders feel unable
to add Palestinian touches. These feelings indicate a lack of value put on musical training in
Palestine in general. How favorably would Palestinian Christians respond to songwriting
training? What can be done to help foster the arts in the more rural, traditionally Muslim areas of
Palestine without insulting the traditions and customs of conservative Muslims?
There is obviously a felt need for music education in the church, and for new songs and
innovation. But is this just a Palestinian problem? The body of Christian songs here run deep and
have developed into an accepted canon over the years. Do Arab Christians want new music?
Would the songs they write actually be used in weekly church services? Further research is
needed to answer these and many other questions.
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Appendix A: Selected Songs- Lyrics, Transliteration, and Translations Frequently Used at
Immanuel Evangelical Church
“Immanuel”
YouTube Channel: UPCI Jordan Video Name: Emmanuel Arabic English
Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=07ktnCFJFas

Chorus

PALESTINIAN CHRISTIAN MUSIC

(Continued) Verse 1

(Continued) Verse 2
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(Continued) Verse 3
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“Shukran le allah alathi yaqodona”
YouTube Channel: Samir Rahmé Video Name:  مع الكلمات- شكرا هلل الذي يقودنا
ترنيمة
ً
Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xB4ISeO6aOk

Chorus
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(Continued) Verse 1

(Continued) Verse 2
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(Continued) Verse 3
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“Mostaheq Kool al majd ya Yasou”
YouTube Channel: SAT7ARABIC
Video Name:  فريق الكاروز+  المرنم ماهر فايز- ترنيمة مستحق كل المجد يا يسوع
Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KY6DFpyTeEE

Chorus
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(Continued) Verse 1

(Continued) Verse 2
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(Continued) Verse 3
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Appendix B: Excerpts from Interviews
Excerpts from Interview with Interviewee 1, 8:09-14:07
Me: Would you just describe the music like it’s worship music, or is there kind of a general
style or genre that it falls into?
Them: No no, it’s normal, you know like the Arabic songs that we have. We don’t have enough
capacity to do something better than what we are doing, so the style that we use is that normal
style, let me say.
So you’d say in general in Palestine this is kind of a normal style of music for… is it normal
for worship music or for all music- all Palestinian music?
It’s worship music, you know like it’s, just for you to understand- we don’t have our own music
as Palestinians. You know most of the songs that we have is from Egypt or Lebanon, but the
most are from Egypt. So we are, you know like, most of our songs are you know like are this,
like the worship style, it’s not something else, if I’m understand your question, you know I’m
answering this.
So you’d say most songs are from Egypt and Lebanon because they have, cause I know
they have a little bit of a bigger Christian community, so you’d say that’s where most of the
songs come for the Arab world? For the Christians?
Yes and they have ability to produce Arabic Christian songs. And they have famous Christian
song teams, and singers. So, and now Jordan is in the way in this field, so these are the main, lik
eum, songs that we are using.
Would you say there’s not really anyone composing or writing Christian songs in
Palestine?
Let me tell you that there is, but they are very few, and you know like, and it’s not public as the
Egyptian songs. So in the churches, let me mention to you something. You know you will have
some locals here or from who are living in Israel, the Arabs who are living in Israel. They write,
they sings some songs but let me say it’s not involved enough inside the local churches. Because
it’s a few song, and sometimes it’s hard for the leader, the worship leader, to try it alone of with
the church. But you know like the songs that we are taking from Egypt, it’s more easier that the
church can sing it together here.
So it’s easier because they’ve heard them before, they kind of know the style?
Yes, most of the songs are popular and it’s easy to sing. And it’s from a long time, so you know
like I know songs it’s generation after generation they are singing these songs. So it becomes
part of the tradition and the history of the songs that we use in our churches.
So if you were to introduce a new song do you think people would feel little like- how do
you think people would react if you introduced a new song that you had written or that
somebody else in the church had written?
To which they will use it?
Maybe their reaction, like what they would say or feel?
They will, it depends on how the quality would be. It’s important the words will be effective, the
words will touch their hearts. And at the same time the music must to be beautiful, and the style
of the music would be simple, not hard, that they can sing it.
So if the words were important and effective and the music was beautiful do you think
people would accept it or do you think they would still prefer the older songs?
Yes!
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Excerpts from Interview with Interviewee 2, 16:10-21:34
Me: Are there any main themes or subjects that a lot of songs focus on or that you find are
specifically powerful for your congregation?
Them: I think the main theme is to worship God, to praise Him, to all for what He is, for what
He’s doing for us. This is I think should be the main subject and give Him the glory, because we
are His creation. Of course, uh, sometimes we have other themes, like repenting, seeking the
Holy Spirit, healing, and yeah.
In your opinion, what do you think is the importance of music and worship in the church?
The importance of the music?
Yeah
This is a commandment, to praise God. And this should be the priority, the first priority of the
church, cause we are created to worship God, to praise Him, to glorify His name. So if we miss
that, I think we miss the purpose that we were created for. Of course we should praise Him by
praise mouth, by lips and by actions before. That’s the real worship- to obey God.
Um, is the music that you play and sing and listen to in church similar to what you would
play in your house or in your home growing up or in your home now?
Of course the music is changed from period to period, now it’s more modern and the old worship
was many subjects of different, it was different a little bit. But also the modern is very beautiful
and powerful also. Yeah its uh, but I think we always should follow up and up to be updated.
Sometimes I feel that we are up to date. We still need to know what is going, because we don’t
have someone who is fulltime so the songs, like w are become far away a little bit from the new
songs. Cause we need to learn new music, new songs, but because nobody who are really follow
up that, so we still repeat many old music, old songs, praise songs. Yeah.
Do you think that having people in your church writing music would be a good thing?
It would be of course a good thing, if there was people who are gifted. I have some old songs I
write some old song and we sing it sometimes in church, but not many who are writing. As I told
you we need to follow up, we need a leader. Without this leader, nothing will grow as should be.
And I think the church needs to put the priority also, where the money should be spent. (20:40)
It should be spent much more to invest in the children, to offer for them the music, the lesson and
leader to be let him more to be full-time, yeah.
Why do you think it’s important for the children to learn music?
Because they are the next generation! Without them, soon nobody will worship at church. So I
think this is the most important, to invest in the children in the church.
Excerpts from Interview with Interviewee 3
Me: What differentiates Palestinian music from pan-Arab music? Any specific
instruments? Vibes? Rhythms? Scales/maqamaat?
I think it’s very similar. I think the main thing you will find is the accent. The accent may be
different, because we get a lot of our songs from Egypt in the church. And so what we do is we
take it we play it just the same, but the way we pronounce things and the accent is different. So
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overall, I would say we’re very similar to the fertile crescent type, you know those kind of
countries pretty much. Like Jordan, Syrian, Lebanon, and Palestine. I think there’s a lot of
similarities there. I don’t know that we create a lot of music. Like here, people are not creating as
much as taking from elsewhere and using it.
Some feel that because of the lack of musical training in the church members, the worship
leaders feel unable to add Palestinian touches. Do you agree?
I think part of it, and also when you watch what has happened in the music scene, in the worship
scene in Egypt is that Egyptian praise songs have a very nice, they have a variety of them of
course but lately, not lately, in the early 90’s they started to mae worship music that sounded
very western. So in Egypt, you get songs that are very local sounding, and then you also get
songs that are very western, worship music, we’re trying to kind of mimic the worship scene in
the West. I feel that people keep, in the Arab world, especially third world countries, they always
look to the West or to any leading nation and they think that anything that comes from there must
be better than what we have. So then they mimic that rather than finding original things from
within us because whatever we have must be bad.
Why?
That idea is there because, you know, world powers are world powers for a reason, we are in the
state that we are in for a reason. I think internally, people do think, or sometimes I hear it spoken
out of peoples’ mouths: we’re not good enough, we would never attain to anything, we would
never do this, we would never…. And yet we are very very proud of our heritage and our
contributions and our history and all of those things. But I think with all the history and the
troubles that has happened is insecurity on the inside of who we are and what we can contribute.
You know? There are a few exceptions. For example I really loved a, and I don’t even know if
this was locally made, but there was this beautiful video that was made locally by the Bible
Society and it says, “Lord, bless my land” and it shows people walking in the Old City, and
things like that and it just talks about, you know, it’s a prayer to God that no matter what we go
through, bless our land, change our circumstances. It’s very beautiful. So I think um, that was
kind of like a cause based theme, I’ve seen a few of those, which is very beautiful. Secondly,
people to write music for the church that has to do with the sites. I’m not necessarily saying
Immanuel, but you might hear a song that is about Bethlehem or you know just because we are
in such a Holy area.
So you think that people are more comfortable with writing about the land etc, pride and
connection with the land rather than from their own experience or who they are?
I think so. I think the focus is always that way more. There’s a beautiful singer, she sings all
kinds of songs, she’s not necessarily worship music. But they take a lot of Western songs and
they translate them and rearrange them and she sings them, and it’s very very beautiful what
they’ve done with those arrangements. Like “Somewhere Over the Rainbow”- she sings that in a
beautiful like um, a very gentle kind of arrangement. In that song she’s talking about the freedom
out there, can we get over the rainbow, can we move on from the conflict that is present. So I
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think that there are many projects that are happening at different levels, I don’t see them as much
in the church. And when they’re happening outside the church they’re also not necessarily
original writings, they’re mostly arrangements and translations, and they’re very beautiful,
they’re really well done.
From an American perspective I would think, “Oh that’s so cool that they’re doing
arrangements and translations, but aw man it’s not original work.” Do you think there’s
that same feeling, or is it just “No, we LOVE the arrangements.”
No, people LOVE it when they hear something that sounds Western that has been made kind of
like um, attainable or grasped by locals. They like it. It goes back to the idea that other countries
have better things and we should use those things.
On that same vein of thought, as I was interviewing, a couple mentioned the desire for a
music director at Immanuel who would teach the kids instruments, lead a choir, and that
kind of thing because there’s not music in the schools. So I realized that maybe there’s not
an emphasis on musical training in the Palestinian system. Do you think that’s because
there’s been so much turmoil that there’s kind of just “Just focus on the necessary things,
we don’t have time for the arts”. Or do you think it’s related to Islam and that music is
kind of touchy subject for conservative Muslims. Or do you think there’s something else
that’s connected?
I think all of these things are true. I think initially, it’s a cultural understanding of what is
important in education. The ministry of education does continue to try to gain, like learn new
methodology and implement new ideas, they do that. But I think that they are strapped
financially and I don’t think they have the right personnel to do all of it. However, I have been to
several things. I’ve been to a training in the past for preschool headmistresses, and they brought a
Dutch lady who speaks perfect Arabic (22:56) and she’s a fantastic musician, a cellist. And she
did with us activities with music that we can do with kids in preschool. So the ministry of
education is training in certain things like this, I don’t know how much of it is there. But there is
training. Secondly, on the private sector of things, there is the Edward Saiid conservatory. That
one is quite pro. But it’s only for people that can afford it, so it’s quite costly, they pay
something like 4-5,000 shekels a year. I think it’s a yearly, kind of like school, you pay monthly
fees. So basically, there has been a scene besides the edward conservatory, if you go to
Ramallah, there are several schools for teaching music and I know for a fact that in Ramallah
almost every child that goes to a private school they do have some kind of music classes
afterwards. So for the middle class and up there are many options for music. For the middle class
and below it’s not as implemented. And they may do songs, chants, never anything with
instruments cause that’s costly, but they chant. I’m sure they sing and they chant as part of the
curriculum that they do. The ones that don’t have as much access to music education. And
maybe not perform as much. A lot of the private schools here will put on really nice
performances, they will bring in audiences will come and watch, I don’t think they will do this as
much in poorer schools or lower income schools as much. They might do debke dances, they
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might do some cultural things, but maybe not as much as other schools. But I know for a fact that
even like good schools, like the American school in Beit Jala, I don’t think they have a music
program.
Yeah, I actually had asked the principle about that and he said that if there’s a volunteer
who comes who does music, maybe they’ll do it for that year, but they don’t have a
program. Do you think this is mainly a problem in Palestine? In Jordan are there more
opportunities for music, in Lebanon?
Jordan over the past 20 years has really developed in this area with more music education. I
really don’t know if music education has entered the public schools. I know for sure that it’s
pretty much in any private school. A lot of people are going to university and graduating with
music degrees. And now the graduates are filtering back into the system, to teach music. Which
is really good.
Do you think if we had more undergraduate college degrees of music in Palestine, do you
think that would help? Like once they graduate they can come back and teach?
I think so, and I don’t think, I could be wrong, but Bethlehem doesn’t offer anything in music, I
don’t think that Birzeit University offers anything in music. I think there’s no university that
offers music. I think the only thing you can do with music is through the Edward Saiid
conservatory, as far as I know. I think if there were college degrees as a specialty, especially
accessible. Like if you went to Bethlehem University to get an English Lit degree, a normal
degree, I think more people would… but let’s go back to the whole idea of Islam and the fact that
when you go to certain public schools, singing for girls is not a good idea, and music is not, you
know, there are some restrictions that way but I don’t know how much.
Do you think that’s mostly from the government or the families?
I think it would be more on the local level than from the government. Cause you know, the
municipalities I think have access to a lot of options and exposure I guess to what schools can be
like. I think they probably know what things could be like.
So that’s related to the music in general in Palestine. Do you think, I know that Jordanian
worship music side has been growing recently. But there is a kind of body of Christian
Arabic songs that has been pretty developed from Egypt and now more from Jordan and a
little form Lebanon, I haven’t done enough research on it. You were saying there has been
some translation and arrangements, do you think there’s any feeling of a need for new
songs or an innovation like that, or do you think the average Palestinian Chrisitan is like,
“No, I like this music, it’s good.” What do you think?
I don’t think that Palestinians are looking to create their own. I think they like to find good songs
that they like and to sing them. Creativity in that way over all in the Arab world, like when I was
growing up, was less about us creating as much as taking from somewhere else. I think that in
many ways over the psat 20-30 years, however long it’s been, I think that there has been a
tremendous openness to the world with all the globalization that’s happening. People have
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accessed way more things than they’ve ever done before. So now the standard is different, and
because of this exposure, people know that they should have these things.
I’ve heard her in the taxis. If you don’t pay attention… You talked about how maybe some
of this mentality is because fo the mentality, “We aren’t good enough, we can’t create good
enough music.” One of the people I interviewed said a similar idea. I asked how the church
would react if someone in the church wrote music. He said as long as it were good enough,
people would like it. I thought it’s interesting this idea that it has to be “good enough” in
order for us to sing it. What do you think “good enough” relates to?
I’ve noticed a lot that they like things that have a beat. That like a fiery, moving song that gets
you going. That’s kind of like the hit for them. Some worship songs that are calm and reflective
they like them. Whenever I say, “Oh, this is so beautiful!” they say, “It’s a sleepy song, it makes
us sleep.” So I think, and it took me a while to realize, that their favorite kinds of songs are the
kinds that you can use a drum, a table, and I think because their traditional songs are like that, the
dabke is like that, they chant, they play the drum, I think that’s the closest to their heart. The
gentler songs, especially if they’re western sounding, they may love the words, they may love the
tune, but it doesn’t touch their heart. I should have played it, I should have added instrumentation
or something, like I was just kind of like, “Here’s a tune!” But also they cannot imagine
something. Like if I were to compose again, I would literally do it instrumentally while singing
so they can visualize what this song would require. I have a feeling you’re going to come back
and fix this whole thing for us. “Abby’s music worship school”! I don’t know what the solution
is. I know for example, like think of something this simple. All of the chord books that have the
worship in. A Korean man who knew Arabic took all of those songs, he notated them. Because
we are so orally trained, it’s all by ear, you play by ear, it’s only Western influences that wrote
these things down. So all of our books, like 900 songs he catalogued and put chords to them and
put the tune for them. There was this initiative done in Jordan. One of the guys that I knew, he
studied in America and came back. He took the hymnal and they played each hymn, the verse
and the chorus, they played it once and they said what key it’s in and they recorded it on cassette
tapes so that each church can get the cassette tapes and get these songs. That was at least 20
years ago. So, basically there are those who now record and write and do those kinds of things,
but that’s kind of a newer thing. And the notation of all the worship music that has been done has
been done by someone from Korean.
Do you think people actually use the book?
All the time. Like now that it’s there, they use it all the time. And more people can learn because
the chords are written for them. Whereas before people could only do it if they can handle it by
the ear.
What kind of effect, do you think if people in the community in the church wrote new
worship music specifically, what kind of effect do you think it would have on the youth, on
the church, and on the nonchristian community, if any?
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I think it would be an amazing affect. For one, it would rebuild confidence in people that they
have something to offer. I think it would also be very special, if we’re talking about Bethlehem,
if Bethlehem is producing songs….The Middle Eastern church scene would grasp that, they
would hold onto it because it’s coming from such a special place. It really would mean a lot to
Christians everywhere. For example there's a hymn that’s very, it’s a catholic arabic hymn that
I’ve known since I was very young. It talks about the 10 virgins and it says “We are awake, we
are waiting for you Jesus to come back” and it’s very beautiful, gorgeous song, I’ve always loved
it. This worship group, called the Sahnini brothers, who are from Nazareth, they arranged it and
they did a worship video in the streets of the old city and it’s so powerful. I think people could
gravitate towards stuff like that a lot if we have something that we could produce.
What do you think it would take practically speaking for that to happen?
Practically speaking we need confidence that we have something to produce. These three
brothers, I’ll send you a link to them, too. They are very talented musicians. I think they write
some music, but I think the majority of their work is arrangements of worship music that already
exists. Another reason I think that it makes it harder is that the Arabic language is a harder
language. So basically, if you’re gonna write something that is very deep and meaningful and
you're gonna use the old language, FusHa, you’re talking about you gotta make it sound
beautiful. It has to be quite poetic- the language is extremely rich. So someone could have great
ability to arrange or write melody but may not have the ability to write rich sounding lyrics.
There’s a guy in Jordan who's an older guy who wrote a lot for our team in jordan. He said to
me, “Do you compose?” and I said, “Give me something” so he did and I wrote a tune to it. I’m
just not set up as a composer, does that make sense? So I’m not set up with all the
instrumentation and all that stuff, however I think if there are more writers in terms of words, I
think musicians could pick up that and create things. I think that I would do more if I had a
source. I have a few sources but I’ve never plugged into them because it’s just a whole different
focus and I have too many things going on. It needs to start with language. Some people in
Jordan are trying to write in the spoken language, just our everyday language, which makes an
impact because then people will hear it in that. If you write it in the classical Arabic it is very
easily absorbed by ALL the Arabic cultures. If it’s colloquial than it’s more specialized and you
might accept it or not accept it.
What difference do you think… do you think it would be more impactful for Palestinians
specifically to write in Ammia or in Fusha?
I don’t know…. The song that they did about “Bless my land” was very very sweet. I dont know
how much people from the Arab world people get into it, but it was very beautiful to the ears and
very inspiring. So I don’t know which one would be. I think they would have better access from
people if they would do it in the FusHa. And by the way if you look at a Lutheran hymnal, they
were all translated in the 1800’s by the Christians here. So there was a huge Christian
Palestinians from the Holy Land already contributed HUGE amount of things, but a century ago,
or more. The Arabic lutheran hymnal, so many good Arabic language writers who translate from
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the German or from the English and there were certain composers at that time who actually
composed. So was this old, standard hymnology that was Arabic, but that was a while ago. That
was a contribution that happened in the past. But once again, the majority of it was translation.
Do you think there’s anything that could be done to help foster the arts in areas like
Palestine or different areas or cities of palestine that are more conservative muslim, do you
think there’s anything that could be done to encourage the arts or do you think it’s just a
no?
I think there is. And I think that’s why we had that training with this lady at one point. I think
what the ministry of ed is doing is really good is that they bring people into the schools to do
certain things. Let’s say they bring people in to teach certain musical ideas, I think the step
further is just to train people for this specific job in the schools, then it can go deeper and make
more of an effect. And once again, I don’t have full knowledge of whether the ministry of ed
actually employs somebody to do that systematically, because I know that they don’t have any
special things at school except core subjects and maybe P.E.
(Tangent on local resonant music etc., you think your music isn’t good enough which
means your culture isn’t good enough for God which means you aren’t good enough for
God. Might be very under the surface. People are always impressed with the idea that God
wants to hear ME sing to Him, MY heart and our COMMUNITY’s heart. Breaking walls
of shyness and insecurity and giving extra encouragement. God the Father, kid giving art
to Father, don’t say it’s bad, He doesn’t care if looks good to outside standard)
Yes, something that flows from the heart, definitely. I agree, I really do. And there’s a guy that I
know who was part of the Lutheran church at one point. He grew up in Jordan, lives in the UAE.
In the last couple of years he has composed words and put tunes to the words in FusHa. And he
had many different singers sing them and I don’t know what the response has been. I wasn’t very
drawn to them. They didn’t catch me. But this was a very recent person who’s originally
Palestinian but doesn’t live in Palestine. I think that he did a good job in terms of good rhythms,
sound, melodies, but nothing that I heard said to me “Oh my goodness, I just love that song” I
didn’t have that. I felt like a lot of it was repetitive, same style, didn’t do much, but I’m happy
that he, in his late 40s early 50’s is doing this adventure, because maybe he feels comfortable
that “I can do that!” and even if it was an accepted album, maybe he can use it as the basis for
doing more stuff and maybe he can be more adventurous in his second attempt.
He lives in Dubai or Abu Dhabi, one of those places.
Anything to add as thinking through?
Not really, I mean once again from Egypt comes all of the children’s music that we use in our
church as well. And the biggest impetus I guess, the Better Life team, which started in the 70’s in
Egypt is an amazing team. They are probably your best, highest quality, best producers of
worship music, and there have been groups that have come after them that have been very good
as well. But I’d say their group was the driving force for music to be coming from Egypt. There
was a lady who was on that team who wrote music for children and she worked for many many
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years and wrote lots of songs and was able to influence children’s songs. So once again there's
the composition for lets compose worship music, but what about kids' songs? Do we have the
ability to write some simple kids songs and put them up and use them to be used in the church?
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Appendix III: Arabic Christian Songbook

Arabic Christian Songbook, ““( ”اصنع بنا نهضتكMake Your Revival Through Us”)
Produced by Taranim Arabia
Website: http://www.taranimarabia.org/
Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/taranimarabia/
According to the Facebook page, the second edition of the book contains 592 songs with Eastern
chords and notations

